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This thesis deals with a process o1 analyzing
Chinese architecture in an attempt to understand and
that make it essentially Chinese. The basic intent
process of observation would later inform a process
'new' architecture which could be worthily referred to
architecture.
specific examples in traditional
identify the underlying principles
is that the development o1 this
of design that would generate a
as a continuum of the traditional
The examples studied range from Palace and Temple architecture to Chinese
gardens. To varying degrees, these places have been analyzed in terms of their spatial
organization, degrees of public and private, structural systems, use of light, method o1
composition, system of proportions and system of circulation.
Thesis Supervisor: Fernando Domeyko
Title: Associate Professor of Architecture
ABSTRACT
in partial
Whereby are given unto us exceeding great and precious promises:
That by these ye might be partakers of the Divine Nature."
2 Peter 1:4
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INTRODUCTION
When I wrote my thesis proposal last semester
I was quite presumptuous in thinking that I could
design a public building in China within the time
frame of a semester. The world of architecture that
lies within the Great Wall is so rich and complex
that to be able to digest and assimilate a work that
has been developed over a four-thousand year period
and to be able to generate a built form that can be
worthily referred to as a continuum of that great
tradition would take a lot more time and knowledge
than this graduate architecture student is capable of
at present. But as a student the privilege of being
able to pursue such a study is mine. In this thesis I
regret that I am not able to present to you a 'final
product but I do offer to share with you the little
that I have seen and learnt and thought about these
past few months.
Christian Norberg-Schulz defined culture in
'Meaning in Architecture' as that common order
which we establish in the environment and to which
we try to orientate ourselves from birth. He
explains that its development is " based upon
information and education and therefore depends on
the existence of common symbol systems.
Participation in a culture means that one knows how
to use its common symbols. "
I chose the title " Inside the Circle Outside the
Square " to illustrate the kind of complexity that is
involved in looking at traditional Chinese
Architecture. On the surface, the forms are easily
comprehensible and can be viewed as basic and
simplistic. Beneath, though, lie layers of meaning
that contribute to its depth and, in turn, its
complexity.
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The yuan-fang ( [ ~i ) or circle-square is the
first diagram of the Ying Tso Fa Shih of 1103 A.D.
(the first book on building in China). These two
forms were probably chosen because of the
particular meaning each had in the Chinese cultural
context. The circle represents the deity of Heaven.
As a result of this connotation, the form of the
circle stands for perfection and completeness. The
Chinese character of the circle ( J yuan ) when
used in conjunction with anotner cnaracter ( tuan )
means gathering ( j tuan yuan) -the coming
together of people, usually the members of a family.
It is not surprising then that the Chinese set aside a
particular day to celebrate this coming together;
this reunion amongst families on the fifteenth day
of the eighth month of the lunar year when the
moon is regarded to be at its fullest and torms a
12
perfect circle/square.
The square represents the deity of Earth. In
the past, the Chinese view of the world was that it
was a square with tour corners and four cardinal
points. Architecturally we understand that because
of its non-directional nature ( that is, no particular
direction dominates ) the square is a stable form.
Perhaps this is why the square was chosen. The
Chinese character for square ( 7 fang ) when
combined with the character for earth ( -1 ti )
means place ( It 9 , ti fang ). Perhaps, for the
Chinese, the meaning of a place is that part of earth
that is square or, rather, a 'place' is regarded as a
place because of its qualities of stability.
Together, the circle and the square connote a
place on earth where stability presides for the
coming together, the reunion of a group of people
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ranging from the unit of family, to clan, to region,
to country. Inside the circle and outside the square
lies the zone that is under the Heaven and on tne
Earth - the zone which has supported the
development 01 a culture that is distinctly Chinese -
a support we refer to as the built world or
architecture. Here is my limited interpretation of
that zone - Inside the Circle Outside the Square.
14
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WHY CHINA
At the beginning of last summer I boarded a
plane for China. I had joined the Columbia
University and Tianjin University School of
Architecture summer program. For seven weeks I
travelled with a group of architecture students and
professors through China, 'sightseeing' for four
weeks and 'studying' at Tianjin University for three
weeks.
I had chosen to study Chinese architecture
because I was interested in testing the process of
observation and design that I had learnt in this
school and I needed a culture with which I would be
familiar. The study has also been generated by the
sequence of events that have been taking place in
China recently.
As a result of China's open-door policy
inaugurated two years ago, plans have been made at
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"integrating the Hong Kong and Canton economies."
Special territories in neighbouring Guangdong
province would be designated as special economic
zones and transformed as such in the hope that they
would merge with the British-run colony of Hong
Kong. With the inflow of investments and the
creation of new job markets a significant portion of
labour would be attracted from the surrounding
areas in China. As a result, a new community would
be established and there would be need for new
construction to house the various industries and
commercial enterprises as well as housing for the
people in the area and a support structure of public
facilities for these people.
However, to put aside the social, economic
and political aspects of such a move, pertinent
questions regarding the development of architecture
17
in China are brought to the torefront. As Nelson Wu
noted in his book "Chinese and Indian Architecture"
the Chinese tradition is going through " a
fundamental transformation today that is probably
as significant as any in its entire history. If
architecture is to continue to provide a valid setting
for, and to participate in, the new cultural
programs, new forms must come forth which will
echo the difficult adjustments now being made deep
within the very tibers of this culture - the family
life and social organization of China. The superticial
architectural continuity, on the otner hand, as seen
in such details as upturned eave lines on numerous
contemporary buildings in China, is no solution and
brings no rebirth."I His recommendation is that we
should " search for the essential meaning behind the
true achievements of this glorious tradition." 2
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Werner Blaser, in his book "Chinese Pavillion
Architecture" also commented on the development
of contemporary architecture in China as being " in
the throes of a retrograde development ... quite
unlike the classical palaces, of which the
constructional, formal, and spatial aspects " are " of
great interest." 3
19
TURNING POINT
Why is contemporary architecture in China
such a 'disappointment' in terms of being a
continuum of traditional architecture? Perhaps it
would help to understand what the circumstances
were like at the time.
In China, this 'turning point' or shift from the
Old to the New is quite clearly marked in history by
the political events that took place during that
period. The last dynastic period in China, the Qing
dynasty A.D. 1644-1911, was a period when China
was under 'foreign rule' by a Manchu ruling class. As
recorded, it was a decadent period in Chinese
history with little progress made in the field of
architecture. As Jankelevitch noted, " the
architectural style developed under the Ming was
continued without much imagination under the
Ching (Qing), who tended towards exaggerated
20
decoration, greater complication, and a taste for
the grandiose, "4 which he calls " the sublimity of
decadence. Thus from the sixteenth century to the
nineteenth century Chinese architecture declined -
with a few memorable exceptions, the art and
science of building being overshadowed by the
spurious boldness of corrupt ornamentation."5
China was content with being isolated from
the rest of the world, resting on the laurels of its
long and glorious past. However it " was soon
awakened to the fact that there existed other
cultures which were even better and more advanced
than their own." 6 As a result of defeat by the
British in the Opium War, the Treaty of Nanking was
signed on August 29, 1842 and forced China to cede
Hong Kong and to open Canton, Amoy, Foochow-Fu,
Ningpo and Shanghai as trade posts for the British.
Later, in 1860, the Treaty of Tientsin and the
Treaty of Shimonoseki forced the Chinese to cede
Kowloon to the British and open 49 more treaty
ports to foreign commerce.
And so with the onset of the Treaties of
Nanking, Tientsin and Shimonoseki, " the building of
Western-style houses had been set afoot in the
treaty ports. Foreigners formed their own
communities and built houses in accordance with
their own architectural designs, in the concessions
and settlements within the treaty ports. Tsingtao
was a city of German-style buildings; Port Arthur
and Dairen, Russian; Weihaiwei, Chetoo, and Sha
Mein ( Canton ), British. Even in the same city, one
could detect differently styled buildings in different
settlements. In Shanghai, there were differences in
the buildings of the International Settlement and the
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French Concession; and in' Tientsin between the
British, Japanese and Russian settlements. Even
within the same settlement, there were different
buildings, respectively representing the
characteristics and designs of various nations. All
these were commonly called buildings of the
semi-colonial era, owing to the tact that foreign
powers at that time considered China a
semi-colony." 7
The architecture produced by these foreign
architects were therefore direct 'imports' from the
western world and made no pretense of being
indigenous to the country in which they were
constructed.
Although this contact with the West did not
immediately bring about a valid transformation in
the architecture of China, it did manage to
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influence it politically, ideologically, educationally,
and artistically. In 1911, Dr. Sun Yat-Sen succeeded
in leading a revolution that resulted in overthrowing
the hereditary monarchy and the establishment of
the Republic of China. It was an end to a system of
centralized monarchy that had existed in China for
more than two thousand years ever since the
unification of the nation by the first emperor of the
Qin Dynasty, Qin Shih Huang Ti in 221 B.C. In 1949,
after the Second World War, China came under
Communist rule and the People's Republic of China
was founded. In 1950, the Nationalist government,
the Republic of China, moved to Taiwan. Under the
new rule, China's doors to the the West were closed
once again and have only recently been reopened in
1980.
In 1964, Prof. Gin-Djih-Su ( a Chinese
25
architect who had received a Western education )
wrote in his book
"Chinese Architecture - past and contemporary":
" Every country has its own peculiar national
form of architecture which retlects it culture,
history, custom, political and social systems,
religious belief, and other national traditions.
Thus, preserving the traditions of their own
national style is, in fact, the same as
maintaining the prestige of their nation.
However, the development ot a national style
should also keep pace with the age, and other
contemporary architectural materials and
method ......
Perhaps Architecture today, like dresses,cars
and even languages, has a tendency towards
internationalization, instead ot localization.
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Nevertheless, the interpretation of new life,
whether in Nationalist or Communist China,
needs a new expression. This new expression if
truly delineated from its inner tradition and
outer influences will undoubtedly manifest
itself in a new form. So far everyone has
experimented along this line, but the result is
still not only unintelligible, but false and
empty. It is the duty o1 the professional to
strive to discover the new form." 8
Seventy years is perhaps not a very long time
for a country which has undergone so many basic
and radical changes in its structure, as China has, to
be able to turn around and generate a 'new'
architecture right away. We must not forget that
traditional architecture did not appear overnight but
27
e slowly evolved over a period of more than 3500years.
It may be important to note here ( what might
be a rather obvious point ) that conditions in China
have drastically changed in terms of program
requirements for building - there is a much wider
range of use requirements today, some of which did
not exist in Old China, and there is an increased
density of use due to the overpopulation in the
country.
Materials for building have also changed. In
traditional architecture, wood was the major
material used for construction. Today wood is no
longer available for construction in such gross
amounts as there is a scarcity of wood resources.
Earth materials such as masonry and concrete have
become the major materials for building. Other
28
'new' materials have also been introduced such as
steel and glass.
It may seem odd that these materials are still
termed 'new'. It is important to understand that in
traditional architecture the various materials such
as wood and masonry each had a specific role in the
architecture and with it its meaning. For example,
masonry was equated with earth. It was a material
that one stood on. In the majority of cases where I
have seen masonry being used, people stood on
them, e.g. platforms on which buildings stood,
column bases and bridges. Or they were used to
enclose, such as in walls around a compound or as
side walls in a building but they were usually
non-structural elements. The only instance of its
purposely being used as a major building material
has been in the construction of the Imperial tombs
and certain pagodas.
Although the Chinese were quite capable of
working with masonry, as shown by their stone
bridgework, they chose not to for the earth had a
special meaning in agriculturally-based China. The
following passage from The Good Earth by Pearl
Buck is helpful in giving a better understanding of
the bond that existed between man and earth in
feudal China:
" He had no articulate thought of anything;
there was only his perfect sympathy of
movement, of turning this earth of theirs over
and over to the sun, this earth which formed
their home and fed their bodies and made their
gods. The earth lay rich and dark, and fell
apart lightly under the points of their hoes.
Sometimes they turned up a bit of brick, a
splinter ot wood. It was nothing. Some time, in
some age, bodies of men and women had been
buried there, houses had stood there, had
fallen, and gone back into the earth. So would
also their house, some time, return into the
earth, their bodies also. Each had his turn at
this earth. They worked on, moving together -
together - producing the fruit of this earth -
speechless in their movement together." 9
Wood, on the other hand, was the major
material used in the construction of buildings.
Perhaps the inspirations came from the trees that
provided shade and shelter.
In her book "Living Architecture; Chinese",
Michele Pirazzoli-T'serstevens provides an
interesting viewpoint on why there was a preference
for wood and more. " This preference may have been
due partly to the frequent earthquakes, which
demanded a flexible structure. But it had its
disadvantages. The gradual disappearance of forests
and the quantity of highly skilled labour it involved
made timber construction so costly that after the
twelfth or thirteenth century steps had to be taken
to economize materials. Another serious drawback
was the risk of fire ......
This deliberately ephemeral architecture,
whose products were not destined to defy time, is
explained by the tact that China has never linked its
destiny with the transient fate of its material
realizations. It views history as a predestined,
inevitable sequence of events, in which the various
moments count less than a certain coherent
continuity. Each great dynasty started out with the
idea of restoring the situation that had existed
under its preaecessor. Its first steps were
conservative and several generations passed before
original achievements appeared. The same principle
applied to architecture. It was not in their
monuments that the Chinese expressed their passion
for eternity but in the ideas that presided over their
design and the spiritual tradition they
exemplified." 10
Whatever the reason, wood was used as the
major structural element in buildings and its
properties were explored and ably used to become
an inherent part of the architecture. The
development of the wood 'truss' to support the root
and the 'tou-kung' or system of brackets show how
the Chinese were able to carry the function of the
structural system one step further to become, at the
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same time, the decoration for the building.
With the introduction of the 'new' materials, a
revised symbol system has to be devised. It would
seem, at this point, that if these materials were
approached in the same spirit as traditional
materials were, new forms would naturally evolve
from the process.
Looking at traditional Chinese Architecture,
one cannot help but feel impressed by the clarity
and consistency with which the Chinese approached
the art of building. Perhaps the big step towards a
'modern' architecture is not as difficult as we have
been led to believe.
In Charles Jencks' essay
"The Pluralism of Japanese Architecture", he
explains that one of the more popular reasons why
Modern Architecture was accepted in Japan was
34
that " the traditional architecture of Shinto and
Katsura were themselves 'modern'; they used
materials in a natural, unfinished state, they
emphasized joints, construction and geometry; even
at Katsura the delicate asymmetries were carried
through in black and white. The whole 'International
Style' was there for four hundred years including
standardization, flexibility, modular coordination,
grid planning, and the cherished value of
anonymity."
"Whereas the West had - to overturn its
tradition to become Modern, the Japanese simply
revived parts of theirs."1 1 Perhaps Chinese
Architecture, like Japanese Architecture, is not too
far off base from what the West calls Modern
Architecture.
It seems, though, that a fine line exists
35
between being 'international modern' and being
'Chinese modern'. Perhaps for a country which has
such a strong and beautiful architectural tradition
an effort should at least be made at understanding
what it is that makes its architecture so unique
before an attempt is made to generate a new
Chinese architecture. The clues to the future lie in
the past. Whether we know how to work towards a
valid continuum of that tradition lies not in being
able to mimick the past but in being able to
understand the principles behind the decisions. I
came by this quote one day in an old architecture
magazine and I felt it was quite appropriate for
what I was doing.
" Except to an IGNORAMUS or
IN1ELLECTUALIST, nothing imitatiVe can
36
equal that which is imitated. Instead ot
imitating effects, search for the principle that
made them original and own your own
effects."
THE STONE BUDDHA (CHINESE)12
m
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FROM LOOKING
TO SEEING
Going to China is quite an experience,
especially when it is your first visit. For seven
weeks I spent one of the most intense periods of
'looking that I have ever experienced. As the
purpose of our trip was in a great part to learn
about Chinese Architecture we travelled through
the major cities of China touring the architectural
works which the Chinese felt were most
representative of the Chinese architectural
tradition. Our itinerary included Beijing, Cheng-de,
Tianjin, Che-Fu, Tai An, Tai Shan, Sian, Suzhou,
Hangzhou and Shanghai. Although seven weeks were
not quite enough time for one to become a scholar
in the field of Chinese architecture it was long
enough for me to walk away duly impressed and
eager to learn to understand what made it so
'magical'.
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In the first section I have included the
leperello that I had produced during my first week
at Tianjin University. These drawings were made
after spending three and a half days recording and
observing the architecture at Cheng-de - the
summer villa for the Emperor of the Qing Dynasty -
which is located north of Beijing. Cheng-de was our
second stop in China; the first being Beijing where
we spent three and a half days. What I have
recorded in this leperello is but a minute part, a
very quick general observation 01 a particular part
of Chinese Architecture.
Leperello
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From the Imperial palaces, temples and tombs
in Beijing to the palaces and temples in Cheng-de,
the villages in Tai An and Che-Fu, the mansion,
tomb and temple of Confucious, the climb up Tai
Shan, the earth dwellings in Sian, the gardens and
canals in Suzhou, the West Lake in Hangzhou and
the old streets o Shanghai, I was left quite
breathless at what I had seen, walked through and
experienced. Here was an architecture that was so
widely ranging and yet so consistent, so consistently
Chinese.
It was neither the massive roots with broad
sweeping curves that made it nor the bright colours
of yellows, reds, greens and blues ( that we see so
fakely replicated to herald entry into some Chinese
restaurant in downtown U.S.A. ). It was an order
generated by a culture that had evolved slowly over
60
time. Each piece had meaning; each space had
purpose. Together they had reason, dignity, beauty
and strength but, dismantled, all strength would be
lost. Each piece in and of itself could be termed an
excellent piece of art but only when together could
they be called architecture. For the individual piece
derived its meaning only through its existence in the
whole.
The architecture is like a symphony where the
importance lies not in the sound of each individual
instrument but in the mood and rhythm that they all
join to create. Be it in the rhythm of a dwelling, a
garden, a temple, a tomb or a palace, moods are
created that communicate to us the attitudes of a
people towards family and country, towards life and
death, towards that which is natural and that which
is man-made, towards Heaven and Earth, towars the
sovereign ruler and those ruled, towards inside and
outside. The architecture is beautiful because it
tells the story of the Chinese people.
I decided that in order to begin to understand
how all this came to be I needed to look at a few
examples in greater depth. The main palace at
Cheng-de was one because I had studied it briefly
before; the Imperial Palace ( Gugong ) and Temple
of Heaven complex in Beijing because they are
significant pieces of Chinese architecture; and the
Liu Garden in Suzhou because it is from the other
extreme of the spectrum and simply because I
enjoyed being there very much.
What I have learnt from the analyses are
manyf old. Though I realize how dangerous
generalizations can be, as one can never be sure of
how representative a small sample from a large sea
62
of examples is I will have to take the risk. May the
reaaer accept the limitations of the study for what
it is - an exploration of a process 01 observing - or
hopes to be - a search for the principle(s) that make
traditional Chinese Architecture original.
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The Chinese call themselves "people of the
Middle Kingdom" - 4 ) (Chung Kuo Jen).
The third character ,K (jen ) means 'person'. It is
a simplified picture/diagram of a person with two
legs. The first character ( chung ) means
'middle'. It describes the situation or location by
drawing the vertical line down the centre of the
rectangle.
What is interesting about the Chinese written
language is that it has evolved from a very
visually-oriented system of communication. Each
character was initially generated by a pictorial
representation of the object described. The second
character N ( kuo ) means 'kingdom' in the above
translation. Its more general meaning is 'country'.
The character is a drawing of what the Chinese felt
'country' meant. The significant part of the
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character is the enclosing line E] which, if we
let our imagination go a little, is the enclosing wall
that defines the boundaries of the territory that
belongs to a people. If we go a little furtner and
insert in the tour cardinal directions with the top of
the page being north, the lower part being south,
right being east and left being west, we realize that
the definition made by the line is actually a
response to the strategic location of China in the
Asian continent. Protective walls are needed
towards the north to ward off invasions from the
barbaric tribes as well as the cold and dusty winds
from the deserts to the north-west of China. The
territories to the south are associated with fertile
soils and the warmth of the sun. Entry into the
'enclosure' is from the south and in this diagram is
closed off with a line (f+l~ 12).
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It is of interest to note that when China was
unified for the first time in its history under Qin
Shih Huang Ti ( First Emperor of the Qin Dynasty )
in 221 B.C. the building of this diagram took place
in the form of the Great Wall of China, a gesture to
protect the northern frontier and a monument to the
unification and 'enclosure' of the country.
The diagram of enclosure did not stop at the
scale of the country. It was carried through down
the different scales. Cities had walls around them,
as did smaller towns, compounds, and dwellings for,
unlike the popular image of the peaceful Chinese,
"China had a long military tradition." 13 Walls, it
seemed, were looked upon as protective barriers
from the outside and were used to define territory
and protect private property. Inside the walls, in
contrast to the troubled world outside, sanctuaries
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were created that provided its occupants with a
feeling of peace and stability.
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ONWARD
The information that can be gathered through
looking at traditional Chinese Architecture is
abundant. What I have presented here in this thesis is
but a minute portion and limited version of that vast
base of knowledge. Nevertheless, it is a beginning
towards realizing what this 'new Chinese
architecture' could be.
The need to have this 'new' architecture be a
valid continuum of traditional Chinese architecture
stems not from nostalgia for a past age but a belief
that four thousand years of living has developed with
it an understanding of what this process of building
is all about. Where European 'imports' seemed out of
place in the Chinese context yesteryear, a
replication of traditional forms in today's context
would appear to be just as invalid.
The issues that will have to be addressed in
.146
this period of history are complex but they are
issues that confront other countries as well. It would
be ignorant to ignore the developments in
architecture that have been made outside the Wall.
The 'new' should evolve from a synthesis ot the two
- underlying principles in traditional Chinese
architecture and recent architectural developments
in the outside world.
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Appendix
The Imperial Palace in the 'Forbidden City' in
Beijing is the largest and best preserved group of
historic buildings in China today. The 'Forbidden
City' was built between 1406 A.D. and 1420 A.D., a
period of fourteen years. In spite of many subsequent
alterations and expansions it remains, after more
than 560 years, fundamentally unchanged in both
dimension and layout.
The 'Forbidden City' is located roughly in the
center of Beijing but closer to the southern edge of
the city. The Palace is located within the 'Forbidden
City' and is approximately 960 meters long along the
North-South axis and 760 meters long along the
East-West axis. There are huge city gates on four
sides and the tour corners of the palace each have a
corner tower. The Palace, which is now used as a
museum, was originally the Imperial Palace during
149.
China's Ming and Qing dynasties. It included the
administrative and residential quarters for the
emperors of those periods.
The Beijing city plan of the Ming and Qing
periods is a clear example of the Chinese feudal
society approach to planning cities and palaces. A
major road/spine runs from south to north through
the city and the palace and important buildings are
organized along this axis.
In the south the Wing Ting Men ( 'Men'
meaning 'gate' ) forms the starting point. Then from
the inner city wall gate the Ching Yeung Men runs a
straight and wide main road along which there are
two huge complexes on either side.
From the Ching Yeung Men the road passes
through the Tai Ming Men to the main entrance gate
of the Imperial Palace, the Tien An Men. Here, to
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the south of Tien An Men is the famous Tien An Men
Square. The 'entrance' procession is very elaborate.
After passing through the Tien An Men one moves
through a series of courts and gates - the Tien Men
and- the Ng Men before arriving at the Tai He Men
which is the gate that forms the entrance into the
administrative complex of the three big Throne
Halls: the Tai He dian ( Hall of Supreme Harmony ),
the Zhong He dian ( Hall of Middle Harmony ) and
the Bao He dian ( Hall of Preserved Harmony ). This
administrative complex marks the end ot the public
section of the Palace.
Behind the administrative complex is the Qien
Qing Men which marks the beginning of the private
residential section of the Palace. This section
includes three palaces - the Qien Qing gong, the Jiao
Tai dian and the Kun Ming gong. To the north ot this
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residential group are the Imperial gardens which
hold the seventh building which lies on the main axis
of the Palace, the Oi Nan dian. The Sun Mo Men then
closes the formal palace grounds.
At the back of the formal palace grounds rises
the King Shan (View Hill) - a hill of approximately
50 meters in height that forms the highest point
along the North-South axis in the Imperial Palace as
well as that in the city of Beijing and offers a
wonderful view of the city from its pavillion that is
perched on the top.
Behind King Shan is the North Gate of the
Imperial Palace, Ti An Men ( Gate of Earthly Peace
). The end of the axis of the Forbidden City is then
marked by two tall structures - the Bell and Drum
Towers - that flank the axis on either side.
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